Twenty years after he came to prominence via a series of provocative, ground-breaking music videos, Chris Cunningham remains a troubling, elusive figure within British visual culture.
Towards the end of Chris Cunningham's disorientating short film Rubber Johnny (2005) , the flesh of the titular character -a grotesquely deformed man/child played by the director himself under layers of prosthetics -appears to explode repeatedly onto the camera lens.1
The frenetic editing and electronic score momentarily slows down to allow the viewer to perceive a series of unsettling tableaux of rearranged body parts and unidentifiable viscera. It so happens that the reassembled body is the dominant motif of Cunningham's moving image work of the twenty-first century. Elsewhere, in his video for the 2006 song 'Sheena Is a Parasite' by The Horrors, a woman interrupts her feverish dancing to the music with a dresslifting manoeuvre that seems to direct her unleashed innards directly towards the camera. In
Spectral Musicians (c.2011) , shown to date only as part of Cunningham's live performances, incision marks are tracked along a child's body before it implodes in a blaze of light, as if subject to an alien invasion and autopsy. In his looped video installation piece Flex (2000), a naked man and woman, suspended in a watery space, lock into a rhythm that alternates between intimacy and the brutalisation of each other's flesh.
These depictions of unstable, brutalised bodies are useful encapsulations of Cunningham's anatomical obsessions and attraction towards transgressive imagery. But they are equally suggestive of his body of creative work, which is similarly messy, decentred, fractured. In the examples given above, Cunningham's interest lies not merely in the evisceration of the human form, but its reassembly; his productions often describe rhythmic cycles of implosion and restoration. There is a warning, perhaps, for anyone attempting to impose coherence or categorisation upon a body of work defined so strongly by a tension between order and chaos.
Twenty years after he came to prominence via a series of provocative, ground-breaking music videos, Cunningham (who was born in 1970) remains an elusive figure within British visual culture. His output -which includes short films, advertisements, art gallery commissions, installations, music production and a touring multiscreen live performance -is relatively slim, and his seemingly slow work rate (and tendency to leave projects uncompleted or unreleased) has been a frustration for fans and commentators, particularly those who hoped he would channel his interests and talents into a full-length 'feature' film project.2 He has certainly not lacked critical acclaim and recognition, and there has been a diverse response to his musical sensitivity, his associations with UK electronica culture (and the Warp label in particular), his working relationship with Aphex Twin, his importance within the history of the pop video and his deployment of transgressive, suggestive imagery involving mutated, traumatised or robotic bodies.
Such is his creative idiosyncrasy, few would dispute Cunningham's singularity as an artist, even when querying his worth and significance. But there has been less agreement on exactly which artistic or industrial contexts his work fits within most comfortably. Diane Railton and Paul Watson, in their analysis of the music video form, acknowledge Cunningham, as do many others, as a video auteur, but warn that the 'unearthing of thematic and stylistic consistencies across numerous instances of any one [music video] director's output is incredibly rare'; furthermore, the anomalous notion of a video author risks reducing the form to a 'sub-genre of film ' (2011: 68) , marginalising the role of music, performance and other creative personnel. Alternatively, one might query whether the term 'music video' is a sufficient descriptor of productions such as Rubber Johnny and Flex that are not dominated by a single track (or named after one), yet are still 'attuned to music' (Fetveit 2011: 173) . Indeed, commentaries on his output -whether academic discussion or YouTube comments on uploads/recordings -often betray a desire to project a straightforward trajectory upon his career, or to claim him for a particular sphere of creativity. Thus, for example, the film-maker Richard Stanley, in a survey of contemporary developments in horror cinema written for an academic anthology, noted Cunningham's beginnings in the realm of technical effects for fantasy cinema, and anticipated (wrongly) that his late 1990s music videos would augur a return to genre film-making (2002: 187-8) . He was not the only observer to witness Cunningham's feeding on the 'extremes of cinematic shorthand' (Hanson 2006: 15) , which also extended to science fiction (All Is Full of Love (1998)), film noir (Only You (1997) ) and British social realism (No More Talk (1997) ). In contrast, the art curator Norman Rosenthal, in justification of his inclusion of Cunningham's aptly named video installation Flex in his Apocalypse exhibition at the Royal Academy of Arts in 2000, described him as a 'celebrated young maker of advertising and music videos, who is now choosing quite deliberately to enter the discourse of contemporary art ' (2000: 28) .
While this may well have been true, in retrospect this 'legit gallery status' (Romney 2005: 34) is debateable, given that Cunningham's subsequent activities, for all their possible engagement with tropes and developments within contemporary art practice, have mostly taken place beyond the establishments and spaces associated with it. The picture is further complicated by the (one assumes) author-endorsed statements on the back cover of his commercially released Rubber Johnny DVD (with accompanying booklet of 'original artwork'), which describes the sixminute work as a 'hallucinatory experimental video' by 'the UK's most imaginative filmmaker'. Although 'experimental video' is used here partly in reference to Cunningham's continuing collaboration with the electronic musician Aphex Twin, and therefore to emphasise the product's kinship with music culture (and electronica in particular), the word 'experimental' is of course loaded with associations of radical, avant-garde activity, and in this context 'video' casts off its connections with the pop music industry and instead links to a tradition of British video art.
Published interviews and profiles have frequently evoked -if not directly stated -the obvious parallels between Cunningham's attraction to shape-shifting imagery and disorientating, animation-like editing strategies, and his own professional fluidity between media, genres and artistic worlds; for Laura Frahm, for example, his work can be conceived as a 'permanent reflection about a world that is in a state of endless flux ' (2015: 163) . Profiles of Cunningham tend to describe his early work in special effects production, starting when he was still a teenager. He was involved in design and technical roles on Hellbound: Hellraiser II (1988) and Nightbreed (1990) , and was the main alien sculptor on became interested in prosthetics and why I make films about bodies. The one thing that was missing was sound' (Cunningham 2003) .
After a self-funded video for the electronic music act Autechre, involving an insect-like machine, proved disappointing, through his inability to turn a visually abstract idea into a piece of film, he gained a number of commissions for videos and advertisements. In interviews, he has devalued much of this work, citing a perfectionist and uncompromising streak that made mainstream commissions for the likes of Madonna difficult, and openly expressing in the accompanying booklet his disappointment with some of the eight examples he selected for the 'Directors Label' DVD. He has also expressed frustration that, in the age of YouTube, he cannot exercise control over dissemination, complaining that: 'If there's something you've done it'll be on the fucking internet' (Dombal 2005) . In 1999 he announced a transition from music videos to film direction, but a planned adaptation of William Gibson's Neuromancer (1984) was as ultimately fruitless as other feature projects to which he would allude in the next fifteen years. Originally intended as a short film for FilmFour, but seemingly unviable because of its content (Bidder 2000) , As illustrated by such interview statements about his resistance to the expectations of his becoming a 'director' in the traditional sense of a feature-length storyteller, Cunningham's career lacks a tidy narrative of creative evolution. The 1990s is now recognised as a boom period for UK music video production, an era in which the 'character and quantity of music videos produced were stimulated by the policies of British terrestrial programmers and by the emergence of a new generation of independent film-makers who sought pleasure within their artisanal practice' (Caston 2014: 13) . However, Cunningham has not followed the pathways of others who used advertisements and music videos as a nursery slope for a commercial directing career (such as Ridley Scott, Guy Ritchie and Jonathan Glazer), or who 'graduated' from intellectually orientated or personal short films to 'arthouse' features (for example, Peter Greenaway, Sally Potter and Lynn Ramsay). As tempting as it might be to celebrate Cunningham as a maverick presence without obvious parallel or precedent in British popular culture, I want instead to draw him into discourses around British art cinema.
I will offer various definitions of art cinema in due course, but my argument here is indebted to recent scholarship responding sensitively to the various currents and impulses that characterise contemporary British cinema. My proposition is that the many contradictions that define and animate Cunningham's work -narrative versus abstraction, political engagement versus surrealism, sincerity versus provocation, commerce versus experimentation, art versus craft, a 'British' sensibility versus a transnational one -are also those that typify a particular terrain of British film culture that falls awkwardly between populism and experimentalism.
From music videos to art cinema: figures and landscape
Defining a national variant of the already contested concept of art cinema is no easy task.
European art cinema has tended to be defined in terms of a rejection of the style and storytelling methods of Hollywood cinema, or as a strategic institutional response by European film-makers. Although it is difficult to find equivalences in British film culture to the various mid-century European movements associated with broader artistic and literary developments, it is possible to locate a current of sophistication and exploration British film culture, even if film-makers were moving against the tide. As Brian Hoyle ( However, Horeck identifies certain kinships with the 'poetic social realist art cinema ' (2011: 170) of Andrea Arnold, where 'poetic, affective moments . . . offer insight into social relations' (ibid.: 171). If a hallmark of 'extreme' European film-making has been a tendency to combine an art cinema aesthetic with 'shock tactics traditionally associated with gore, porn and horror' (Beugnet 2007: 36) , then it is perhaps easier to identify a 'reverse' movement in British cinema: the revival of popular horror cinema. Although too broad-ranging to be reduced to key tropes, some of the key films, such as Eden Lake (2008) 
Come to Daddy
Filmed on a council estate in Thamesmead in East London, Come to Daddy is for me Cunningham's most identifiably 'indigenous' production in terms of its iconography and its engagement with associative ideas around delinquency and 'media effects' within the British popular imagination (albeit not exclusively). Although comfortably classified as a music video, given its role in promoting an EP of the same name by Aphex Twin, Come to Daddy introduces right from the start a subtle challenge to video orthodoxy by imposing the name of the director, musician and title almost subliminally over the images via quick flashes and muted colours. Moreover, the familiar Aphex Twin symbol -a branding logo that carries no other discernible referents -is seen rapidly to switch back and forth to a sign (reminiscent of the kind associated with public lavatory signs) suggesting the human form; this anticipates not only the forthcoming imagery but also the video's broader tension between abstraction and figuration.
The six-minute video begins with suspenseful establishing shots -accompanied by unsettling electronic sounds -of a grey, concrete tower block and the arrival of a vulnerable-looking elderly woman whose large dog sniffs around a pile of rubbish and then urinates on a small, abandoned television set. This brings to life a digitally shifting image of a face on the screen, that of Richard James, and the music track's 'horror jungle' (Young 2005: 78) begins with his aggressively processed voice screaming 'I want your soul'. This draws the attention of a group of 'little people' (henceforth Aphex children), all with James's 'trademark leer' (Matthews 2004) , and signified as either female or male by way of their school uniform or parka coat (a nod perhaps to cult British evocations of 'mod' culture, most notably Quadrophenia (1979)), who run amok, squabble and scare a resident in a parking area. The television with James's face is accidentally dropped and this unleashes the 'birth' through a membranous screen of a skeletal, human-like creature, which then -and now with the familiar James face -stands proudly over its disciple-like 'children' in a fog that obscures any sense of a particular location. The last 40 seconds of the video rapidly cut between the creature moving jerkily and abstract flashes of the preceding imagery: the TV face, static, the terrified old woman, the tower blocks, light flashes, splashes and the rampaging Aphex children At one point, the creature has its hands over its head in a cowed position, as if mirroring the viewer's own subjugation to the video's overwhelming sonic and visual assault; furthermore, it is seen at one point wearing a cloth over its genitalia that could either be an infantilising nappy or a loin-cloth, reinforcing a reading of the creature as a suffering Jesus figure. Although the video is mostly edited associatively to the harsh rhythms of the music rather than in accordance with traditional cinematic continuity style, there are instances of shotreverse-shot constructs in order to convey point of view and to evoke suspense or threat. (Hanley 2007: 183) . By the time of Come to Daddy, the council estate was firmly established as a recurrent setting for a certain strain of socially concerned British film-making with an ambivalent stance on questions of agency and entrapment: one might contrast, for example, the way that characters are overwhelmed by their environment in Ken Loach's Raining Stones (1993) with the entitlement of the strutting teenage girls of Rita, Sue and Bob Too! (1987) . With its playful rather than didactic approach, Come to Daddy, however, is better appreciated as a precursor to 'fanciful' representations such as the comedic television drama Shameless (Channel 4, 2004-13) and the horror film Attack the Block (2011) that largely eschew naturalism yet still intervene in political debates around the 'underclass'. Although the video is atypical of Cunningham in its deployment of a recognisable 'real-world' setting, the estate offers an ideal platform for his signature fusion of figuration and abstraction.
The council estate has been defined as a 'meeting of architectural modernism with the ideals of the British welfare state' (Taunton 2010: 176) and Cunningham finds an equivalence to the track's sonic violence in compositions and editing that exploit the brutalist lines and shapes of the setting, while using characters to suggest a scenario of alternative paternal protection to that of the state. At one point, towards the end of the video, a shot of the walls of the estate becomes unexpectedly subject to a degradation effect, as if the interference hitherto seen on the television monitor has transferred, like the creature within, to the 'real' world. Although the effect contributes to the video's progressive blurring of mediated and unmediated realities, it also alludes to the surveillance of public spaces through CCTV technology, or at least the breakdown of such monitoring.
Through its depiction of physical entities that blur 'their classification as child or adult' (Fidler 2007: 135) , Come to Daddy complicates a straightforward reading of its narrative in terms of media effects. While it is the aggressive imagery on the television set that gives birth to a monstrous, physical threat to the elderly woman (who can be taken to represent the wider social fabric here) and seemingly impels the Aphex children towards delinquency, the television creature also brings calm and unity to the children. However, the song 'Come to Daddy' tends to be regarded in part as a parodic swipe at 'electro-rock dance hits' of the time, particularly The Prodigy's 1996 techno hit 'Firestarter' (Fidler 2007: 131) . And as mentioned earlier, the video was also the continuation of Aphex Twin's use of his own 'face and body [in cover art and videos] in a bludgeoning attack on the over-cosmeticized imagery of contemporary pop' (Shaughnessy 2005: 81) . In this respect, Rob Young notes how Richard James's discomfort with his growing reputation led to a 'conscious decision to fight back by shredding his image, chopping into digital images of his own, making himself appear like a smudged loon ' (2005: 77-8) . A notable precursor to 
Conclusion: comedy and perceptual challenge
Carol Vernallis's rhetorical question about whether Cunningham's disquieting effects come from his working 'with taboo subject positions' or merely from a 'subtle mean streak ' (2013: 275) can be answered partly via his claims that his impulses have often been comedic.
With regard to his repeated use of children or child-like figures -for example in Come to Daddy, Only You, Come on My Selector (1998) , Spectral Musicians and Rubber Johnny -it is feasible to relate this to a late 1990s trend in European art cinema for stories dealing with fears and compulsions around the death or loss of a child. But there is a more appropriate kinship with the era's dark and morally inscrutable television and radio comedy, particularly Chris Morris's music-driven Blue Jam (BBC, Radio 1, 1997-9) which, as well as prominently featuring tracks by Aphex Twin and other ambient electronic acts, also featured unsettling scenarios involving traumatised, sexualised or dead children. A key sketch, also repeated in the television adaptation Jam (Channel 4, 2000) , portrays a bereaved mother begging a plumber to 'fix' her baby with hot pipes.5 The shows attributed to Morris, including the controversial 'Paedophilia' special of Brass Eye (Channel 4, 28 July 2001) , are characterised by a tension between satirical and surrealist intent in the way that they allow for interpretation as a sustained commentary on the sanctity of parenthood/childhood while also tilting at subjects normally taboo for grotesque imagery and tonal effectsanalogous, as we have seen, with Cunningham's collapsing of figuration and abstraction.
These tensions are particularly prominent in Rubber Johnny, which begins with close-ups, shot in infrared, of a face that could be either that of a baby or an animal. A soothing male voice off-screen, which could be that of a father or of some kind of institutional figure, asks the baby talking creature if it wants its 'Mummy' to come. After a brief credit sequence showing a condom being pulled off a penislike shape -highly allusive given the title's reference to a slang phase for male contraception -we are introduced to the 'adult' Johnny, still in the same dark room (or one similar) and still foetus-like, with his disproportionately bulbous head hanging over his wheelchair. As Jonathan Romney observes, the initial section 'hints at more serious intentions to suggest themes of language and disability ' (2005: 35) and the subsequent verbal threat that Johnny receives from an offscreen male -'You great twat, you' -lends weight to possible narratives of failed contraception, abusive parents and monstrous children. However, the creature's utterance of the word 'Aphex', with its obvious intertextual associations, initiates the final 'splatterdance' sequence (ibid.: 2005: 36) where any satirical intention is overwhelmed by the desire by the creators to 'operate at, and slightly beyond, the threshold of human perception' (Fetveit 2011: 177) .
It is precisely this perceptual challenge that has hitherto daunted analyses of Cunningham, whether in terms of representational politics, generic affiliation or relationship with avantgarde art. Cunningham's long-anticipated 'feature' film may never see the light of day and while there are some who would consider that a creative loss, this has also had implications for the categorisation and reception of his work to date. One avenue of potential analysis to which this article has only briefly alluded is Cunningham's consonance with a tradition of sonically sensitive British cinema. Surprisingly, perhaps, for a cinema so often identified through pictorialist or literary impulses, we might claim a kind of 'musicality' -in the sense of an innate visual responsiveness to sound and music -as a glue that binds Cunningham with the otherwise mixed company of Humphrey Jennings, Powell and Pressburger, Terence Davies, Derek Jarman, Nicolas Roeg and Jonathan Glazer.
Of course, aligning him with an admittedly inscrutable tradition of British art cinema is not unproblematic, as we have seen. But it is a useful illustration of how threshold-crossing films and film-makers can expose qualities and concerns that assist a comprehension, if not quite a definition, of a national film culture. 5. For a discussion of Blue Jam in this context, including the affiliations between the programme and Aphex Twin, see Dean and Hand (2013) . It is also worth noting that the Warp label, so strongly connected to the work of Cunningham and Aphex Twin, released a CD of Blue Jam material in 2000, and the first work to be released through the offshoot Warp Films was Morris's My Wrongs #8245-8249 & 117 (2003) .
